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Sermonic  Literature 


THE  RELIGION  OF  ABRAHAM  LINCOLN' 

Lyman  Abbott,  D.D.,  New  York  City 


Show  me  thy  ways,  0 Lord,  teach  me  thy 

paths. — Ps.  25:4. 

Whose  paths?  Our  paths?  No,  his  paths. 
This  prayer  assumes  that  God  is  in  the  world 
doing  something,  and  the  petitioner  asks 
that  he  might  understand  what  God  is  doing 
and  do  it  with  him.  It  assumes  that  God  is 
in  his  world  marching  somewhere,  and  he 
asks  that  God  will  show  him  whither  he  is 
marching  that  the  petitioner  may  march  with 
him. 

The  story  is  told  of  Abraham  Lincoln  (by 
the  way,  my  sermon  this  morning  is  not  of 
Abraham  Lincoln.  It  is  of  religion,  but  of 
a religion  which,  I think,  is  illustrated  by 
Abraham  Lincoln,  and  my  reference  to  him 
will  be  brief).  But  the  story  is  told  of 
Abraham  Lincoln  that  on  one  occasion  a 
delegation  called  on  him,  and  at  the  end  of 
the  conference  one  of  the  delegates  said : 
“I  hope,  Mr.  Lincoln,  that  God  is  on  our 
side,”  and  Mr.  Lincoln  said : “ That  does 

not  concern  me,”  and  the  astonished  dele- 
gate said:  “What,  it  does  not  concern  you 

to  have  God  on  your  side?”  Lincoln  said: 
“What  concerns  me  is  that  we  should  be  on 
God’s  side.”  That  is  not  a play  upon  words : 
it  goes  to  the  very  heart  of  the  difference 
between  a true  religion  and  a false  religion. 
A false  religion  is  this:  I have  got  some- 

thing I want  to  do  in  the  world,  and  I want 
the  alliance  of  a sleeping  partner  who  does 
not  interfere  with  me,  but  one  on  whom  I 
can  call  to  help  me.  And  the  other  is  this: 
God  is  in  this  world.  He  is  doing  some- 
thing ; he  is  at  work  at  something.  I want 
to  know  what  it  is  he  is  working  on ; I want 
to  comprehend  his  purpose  and  I want  to  do 
his  will. 

Abraham  Lincoln  illustrated  the  second 
type.  On  a Mississippi  River  boat  he  saw 
a band  of  Negroes  being  carried  to  a South- 
ern slave-market  making  merry,  the  merriest 
group  on  board,  but  he  had  no  illusions. 
He  saw  that  they  were  slaves,  and  their 
slavery  entered  into  his  soul,  and  he  said: 


“I  dedicate  myself  to  see  if  I can  do  some- 
thing to  sweep  away  this  shame  and  degra- 
dation from  America.”  How  stedfast  he 
stood  on  that  one  principle  and  accomplished 
what  God  sent  him  to  accomplish  we  all  re- 
member. Elected  to  the  Presidency,  he  went 
to  his  fellow  citizens  at  Springfield  and  said: 
“Pray  for  me.  If  we  are  working  with  God 
we  shall  not  fail ; if  we  are  not  working  with 
him  we  shall.  Pray  for  me,  that  we  may 
understand  his  purpose,  and  carry  out  that 
purpose.”  He  was  giving  himself  to  what 
he  believed  was  the  work  God  wanted  him 
to  do  in  the  world,  and  this  religion  of  Abra- 
ham Lincoln  was  the  religion  of  Jesus  Christ. 
Whatever  he  thought  about  theological  the- 
ories concerning  Christ  (he  never  joined  a 
Church,  I believe),  he  followed  Christ  in  the 
fundamental  element  of  his  character.  In 
his  boyhood  Christ  wondered  that  they 
should  look  for  him  anywhere  else  but  in  the 
Temple  where  he  was  learning  about  his 
Father’s  business;  his  whole  desire  was  to 
do  his  Father’s  will,  and  his  last  prayer  was : 
“If  it  be  possible  let  this  cup  pass  from  me; 
nevertheless,  not  my  will,  but  thine,  be 
done.”  “Do  not  do  what  I will;  help  me  to 
do  what  you  will.” 

The  really  great  men  of  the  world  have 
been  the  men  who  have  seen  what  the  Eter- 
nal was  carrying  out  in  their  age,  who  have 
understood  the  meaning  of  their  time  and 
have  linked  themselves  to  the  purpose  of  the 
Eternal  and  have  worked  to  achieve  his  end. 

Paul  and  his  missionary  associates  were 
more  powerful  in  the  first  century  than  the 
kings  and  philosophers  and  the  civilization 
of  Rome,  because  they  understood  what  the 
Eternal  was  doing  in  their  time.  Luther  and 
Wyclif,  and  Huss  and  Tyndale  had  more  in- 
fluence than  hierarchies  and  vice-regents 
and  kings  and  all  worldly  forces,  because 
they  saw  what  God  was  doing  in  the  world 
and  helped  him  to  do  it.  The  Puritans,  tho 
they  brought  upon  themselves  ridicule  and 
violated  good  taste  in  some  respects,  and 


1 Delivered  extemporaneously  and  printed  from  the  stenographic  report ; revised  by  the  preacher. 
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misunderstood  the  divine  purpose  in  some  re- 
spects, nevertheless,  giving  themselves  to  do 
God’s  will  in  the  world,  proved  themselves 
more  powerful  than  the  great  House  of  Stu- 
art and  the  great  feudal  aristocracy  of  their 
time. 

And  Abraham  Lincoln,  not  so  great  a man 
in  our  estimate  and  measured  by  the  ordi- 
nary standard  of  greatness  as  Daniel  Web- 
ster or  Henry  Clay ; not  even  so  great  a man 
in  the  popular  estimate  then  as  some  of  his 
associates,  Seward  and  Chase,  rose  himself 
to  be  greater,  not  because  he  had  a greater 
brain,  not  because  he  had  larger  knowledge, 
not  because  of  his  stronger  will,  but  because 
his  was  a more  devoted  consecration,  a more 
entire  dedication,  a clearer  vision  to  see  the 
path  God  was  walking  in  then,  and  a 
stronger  spirit  of  dedication  to  give  himself 
to  walk  in  the  same  way. 

What  is  God’s  path  in  America  to-day? 
In  this,  the  beginning  of  the  twentieth  cen- 
tury, what  are  we  here  for,  you  and  I?  Has 
he  put  us  here  to  build  railroads,  dig  mines, 
cut  down  forests,  erect  bridges?  Has  he  put 
us  here  to  develop,  as  we  say,  the  resources 
of  this  country?  Is  that  all?  And  when  our 
short  lives  are  over  and  we  are  off  the  stage, 
is  that  the  end  of  it?  Or  are  we  here  by 
chance,  each  man  to  seek  his  own  way,  to 
go  his  own  path,  to  carry  out  his  own  will, 
and  the  end  of  it  a moral  and  social  an- 
archy? Or  has  he  some  path  we  should 
study,  some  way  we  should  understand,  some 
purpose  in  which  we  should  cooperate  with 
him? 

I sometimes  wonder  if  Christ  were  here  in 
our  time  whether  he  would  not  say  to  us 
sometimes  as  he  did  to  the  Pharisees: 
“ Fools  and  blind,  you  discern  the  signs  of 
the  weather,  but  you  can  not  discern  the 
times  in  which  you  live”?  The  whole  of 
Christ’s  teaching  is  summed  up  in  one  sen- 
tence with  two  clauses : “ Call  no  man  your 

father  on  earth;  one  is  your  Father  which 
is  in  heaven  and  all  ye  are  brethren.”  The 
first  clause  was  thoroughly  taught  by  the 
end  of  the  sixteenth  century.  The  divisions 
of  men  into  tribes  and  nationalities  led  to  a 
division  of  their  religion.  By  the  seven- 
teenth century  men  had  been  thoroughly 
rooted  in  the  faith  in  all  that  part  of  the 
world  called  Christendom.  Polytheism  was 
dead  and  men  educated  in  monotheism  be- 
gan to  come  across  the  sea.  The  first  who 
came  were  educated  in  the  essential  prin- 


ciples of  the  Christian  religion.  At  first  dif- 
ferent in  form  but  coherent  in  their  essen- 
tials they  were  compelled  by  the  exigencies 
of  their  time  to  forget  their  variations  and 
to  act  together  as  one  people  pursuing  one 
object.  We  had  first  to  learn  that  all  men 
are  brothers;  that  there  is  no  color-line  in 
human  brotherhood;  that  all  races,  pagan 
and  Christian,  are  children  of  the  one  Fa- 
ther “conceived  in  liberty  and  dedicated  to 
the  proposition  that  all  men  are  born  equal.” 
It  took  us  years  of  debate  and  four  years  of 
horrid  war  to  learn  that  lesson.  But  we 
learned  it. 

Here  we  are  to-day  a great  heterogeneous 
people.  There  are  to-day  more  Italians  in 
New  York  than  in  any  city  in  Italy;  more 
Germans  than  in  any  city  in  Germany  ex- 
cept Berlin;  more  Irish  than  in  any  city  of 
Ireland,  and  more  Jews  than  there  ever  were 
in  Jerusalem — people  of  all  races,  red,  white, 
black,  and  yellow.  Here  we  are  of  all  re- 
ligions— pagans,  Roman  Catholic,  Jew,  and 
Christian,  believer  and  unbeliever,  radical 
and  conservative  men  of  all  types  and  tem- 
peraments thrown  into  the  melting-pot. 

There  is  no  typical  American.  There  is  a 
typical  New  Yorker,  a typical  cowboy,  a 
typical  Yankee,  but  no  typical  American. 
God  is  making  a new  man,  a new  nation,  a 
new  community  based  on  the  great  principles 
of  Abraham  Lincoln.  “ Conceived  in  liber- 
ty,” all  restraints  taken  off.  We  have  no 
national  habits  in  America  (or  we  should 
say  we  have  a great  many  habits  that  are 
not  American,  they  are  race-habits) — no! 
we  have  one  common  habit;  a nation  dedi- 
cated to  liberty.  We  have  no  restraints  ex- 
cept the  restraint  of  conscience,  of  our  self- 
respect,  and  our  regard  for  the  rights  of 
neighbors.  Any  man  can  say  what  he  will 
in  America.  And  because  his  mouth  is  open 
his  ear  is  open.  He  is  free  to  say  what  he 
will  and  to  hear  what  he  will.  The  Jew 
wants  to  know  what  Christianity  is ; the 
Roman  Catholic  what  Protestantism  is;  and 
your  Christian  children  want  to  know  what 
agnosticism  is.  You  are  glad  that  the  Ro- 
man Catholic  wants  to  know  what  Protes- 
tantism is,  but  you  can  not  have  that  and  not 
have  a country  in  which  your  children  want 
to  know  what  infidelity  and  agnosticism  and 
unbelief  are.  You  are  in  a country  “con- 
ceived in  liberty  and  dedicated  to  the  propo- 
sition that  all  men  are  born  equal.”  Not 
equal  in  strength  or  size,  but  equal  in  their 
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right  to  a fair  opportunity.  What  does  it 
all  mean?  This  heterogeneous  population, 
with  no  restraint  by  law,  or  tradition,  or 
national  habit;  what  does  it  mean  except 
that  God  is  working  out  on  this  continent 
truly  a new  nation,  a human  brotherhood? 

If  we  are  going  to  have  the  greatness  of 
the  reformers  of  the  Puritans,  of  Abraham 
Lincoln,  we  must  understand  this  our  prob- 
lem and  work  toward  its  accomplishment, 
and  we  shall  not  accomplish  it  by  written 
constitutions  or  legislative  enactments. 
These  are  the  product  of  light,  and  we  must 
have  the  light  before  we  get  the  product. 
What  is  this  light  that  God  is  seeking  to 
produce,  to  promote,  to  inspire?  What  are 
the  invisible  bonds  that  unite  this  heteroge- 
neous population  in  one  compact,  harmonious, 
cooperative  brotherhood?  These  are  some 
of  them:  Mutual  respect.  The  Protestant 
must  learn  respect  for  the  Roman  Catholic; 
the  Jew  for  the  Christian,  and  the  Christian 
for  the  Jew.  The  believer  must  learn  to  re- 
spect the  agnostic  and  the  agnostic  the  be- 
liever. We  shall  never  get  together  if  our 
separate  theological  and  religious  habits  are 
fighting  one  another  instead  of  learning 
from  one  another.  We  Congregationalists 
can  learn  reverence  from  the  Roman  Catholic, 
the  value  of  organization  from  the  Presby- 
terian, more  intellectual  modesty  from  the 
agnostic.  There  is  not  one  of  them  from 
whom  we  can  not  learn  something;  and  in 
this  mutual  respect  there  is  the  secret  of  re- 
ligious unity — so  it  is  the  solution  of  the 
race-problem.  We  are  not  only  to  consider 
what  we  can  do  for  the  foreigner;  we  are 
also  to  consider  what  they  can  do  for  us, 
and  that  we  can  learn  something  from  them. 
There  is  no  man  living  from  whom,  if  I have 
an  open  mind,  I can  not  learn  something. 
We  can  learn  love  of  beauty  from  the 
Italian,  order  from  the  German,  and 
economy  (and  we  greatly  need  it)  from  the 
Frenchman,  stedfastness  of  purpose  from 
the  Englishman,  patience  from  the  China- 
man, and  the  merry  heart  that  doeth  good 
from  the  Negro.  Mutuality  of  respect  is 
the  solution  of  our  ecclesiastical  problem  and 
of  the  race-problem. 

Then,  mutuality  of  service.  We  are  all 
servants  of  one  another.  Every  one  is  de- 
pendent on  every  one  else.  We  can  get 
mutuality  of  service,  not  by  getting  all  we 
can,  but  by  giving  all  we  can.  “ Bear  ye  one 


another’s  burdens  and  so  fulfil  the  law  of 
Christ.”  This  means  bearing  the  burdens  of 
the  poor,  the  opprest,  the  ignorant — of 
those  in  our  colonial  possessions.  The  real 
Christian  believes  that  he  is  to  bear  some 
other  person’s  burdens  away.  I think  there 
are  some  who  do  not  believe  that  at  all. 

If  out  of  this  conglomerate  mass  there 
is  to  come  a nation  there  must  be  a rever- 
ence for  law,  not  because  it  is  the  will  of 
the  majority,  but  because  it  is  the  expres- 
sion of  the  divine  righteousness. 

If  Jesus  Christ  were  to  come  again  upon 
earth,  suppose  he  were  to  come  to  America, 
I am  sure  he  would  be  practical.  He  would 
love  his  country.  He  would  have  no  race- 
prejudice — certainly  not  against  the  Jew, 
because  he  was  a Jew  himself.  Yet  in  his 
first  sermon  he  rebuked  the  Jews  because  of 
their  prejudice  against  the  Gentiles.  He 
would  bear  the  burdens  of  the  burdened. 
If  he  lived  in  our  city  and  saw  the  white- 
slave  traffic  going  on  and  young  girls  driven 
by  the  lash  of  hunger  and  tempted  by 
seductive  promises  into  lives  of  sin,  his 
anger  would  flame  out;  not  against  the  girl, 
but  against  the  man;  and  I do  not  believe 
he  would  allow  the  days  to  go  by  in  idleness 
without  some  effort  on  his  part  to  provide 
for  those  girls  a refuge,  and  would  not 
make  a life  of  sin  and  shame  almost  a 
necessity  to  them.  He  would  look  at  sin, 
as  he  did  look  at  it,  as  a disease.  He  would 
look  in  pity  upon  the  sinful,  not  in  flaming 
wrath  and  indignation;  and  in  it  all,  in 
his  human  sympathy,  in  his  human  love, 
service,  and  respect  and  hope  for  his  fellow 
men — in  it  all  he  would  see  looming  up  in 
the  distance  the  kingdom  of  God,  God  com- 
ing in  his  righteousness  and  peace  and  joy 
and  holiness  of  character.  If  away  back 
nineteen  centuries  ago,  in  the  horror  of  the 
Roman  Empire,  he  could  isay,  “The  king- 
dom of  God  is  at  hand”;  in  this  day  of 
righteousness  and  light  in  this  land  of  uni- 
versal brotherhood,  in  this  new  nation  “ con- 
ceived in  liberty,  and  dedicated  to  the  prop- 
osition that  all  men  are  born  equal”  be- 
cause they  are  all  children  of  the  One 
Father,  with  what  clarion  notes  and  eloquent 
voice  he  would  read  the  message:  “The 
kingdom  of  God  is  at  hand,”  and  with  what 
power  he  would  summon  all  those  who  call 
themselves  his  followers  to  follow  him  in 
making  this  coming  a speedy  reality. 
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The  Rev.  Mark  Wayne  Williams,  London,  England 


But  we  all,  with  unveiled  face,  reflecting  as 

a mirror  the  glory  of  the  Lord,  are  trans- 
formed, &c. — 2 Cor.  3 : 18. 

The  emphasis  of  our  religious  age  is  on 
the  need  and  way  of  spiritual  outgrowth,  or 
evolution.  There  is,  however,  a process  which 
begins  before  spiritual  evolution,  and  is  co- 
active and  reciprocal  with  it,  and  that  is 
spiritual  involution.  It  is  essential  that  the 
divine  germ  of  salvation  first  be  worked  into 
the  soul,  before  that  salvation  in  extent  and 
completeness  can  be  worked  out.  Further 
revelations  of  involutions  of  light,  heat,  and 
chemical  force  must  enter  and  invigorate  the 
growing  plant;  similarly,  to  the  growing 
Christian  must  come  “ seasons  of  refreshing 
from  the  presence  of  the  Lord,”  springtimes, 
when  the  spirit  ichor  runs  more  fervently  in 
the  soul-veins,  and  when  all  the  old  verities 
of  the  faith,  seared  through  the  winter  of 
trial  and  long  custom,  burst  again  into 
vernal  freshness  and  vivid  beauty  and  won- 
drous meaning.  Shall  we  call  the  first  great 
soul-crisis,  in  which  we  are  regenerated  by 
the  Holy  Spirit,  conversion  ? Then  there  will 
follow  similar  soul-conditions  of  greater  or 
less  intensity,  which  we  may  call  consecration. 

Sometimes  this  new  life  swells  so  much 
gladder  and  stronger  in  us  that  we  feel  it 
to  be  a new  birth,  a renaissance,  and  we  are 
born  again  and  again  into  a higher  life  in 
Christ,  ever  wider  and  higher  like  the  spirals 
of  the  lark.  Such  experiences  are  crucial, 
and  could  not,  doubtless,  be  perpetual.  So 
one  feels  when,  after  months  of  patient  and 
fruitless  waiting,  the  psychological  moment 
comes:  borne  up  on  waves  of  deep  prayer 
rise  the  crests  of  gleaming  fervor;  then  a 
high  tide  of  spiritual  energy,  bearing 
argosies  of  abundant  blessing,  fills  the  soul 
with  surges  of  vast  joy  immemorial. 

So  one  feels  when  traversing  historic  lands 
whose  very  dust  breathes  with  a human  spirit 
and  makes  the  frayed  and  fragmental  dreams 
of  ancient  worlds  a synthesis  of  reality.  So 
one  feels  when  poring  anew  on  the  worn 
words  of  some  sweet  old  chapter,  where  long 
had  rested  a gentle  twilight.  Suddenly 
sprang  up  a breeze  from  the  East,  light 
rippled  out  along  the  sullen  bounds  of  our 
horizon,  and  a new  glad  day  of  meaning 
swept  o’er  our  hills  of  night,  inundating  our 
souls  with  fresh  and  unfading  glory. 


Consecration  is  a further  reception  of  the 
divine.  ‘‘But  we  all,  with  unveiled  face,  re- 
flecting as  a mirror  the  glory  of  Christ,  are 
transformed  into  the  same  image  from  glory 
to  glory,  as  by  the  Lord  the  Spirit.”  And 
again,  “Ye  are  an  epistle  of  Christ,  minis- 
tered by  us,  written  not  with  ink  but  with 
the  spirit  of  the  living  God.” 

Paul  uses  two  figures,  that  of  the  epistle 
and  the  mirror,  to  express  the  complex  idea ; 
first,  that  we  are  written  upon  by  the  light, 
and,  secondly,  that  this  writing  may  be  read 
as  light  by  those  around  us.  Modern  inven- 
tion has  put  to  our  hand  an  illustration 
which  expresses  in  one  figure  the  twofold 
idea.  We  are  written  upon  by  the  light,  a 
process  which  may  be  transliterated  from 
the  Greek  as  “ photography,”  photos  meaning 
“of  the  light,”  and  graphe,  “writing.” 
May  we  not  call  that  operation  by  which  the 
glory  of  God  is  inducted  into  the  human  soul 
and  imprinted  in  the  human  nature,  spiritual 
photography? 

The  first  essential  to  photography  is  a 
dark  box  or  camera  obscura.  Such  a camera 
is  the  soul  of  man.  Who  hath  explored  the 
dark  continent  of  his  own  nature?  How 
sublime  is  our  ignorance  of  ourselves!  How 
circumscribed  and  clouded  and  curtained 
with  gloom  on  every  quarter  is  this  our  be- 
ing! How  are  the  bounds  of  our  knowledge 
shut  in  by  impenetrable  mystery?  We  are 
straitly  housed  in  a dungeon  of  insoluble 
problems.  We  are  caverned  in  the  recesses 
of  the  incomprehensible.  But  may  not  our 
very  finiteness  be  the  necessary  limitation  by 
which  alone  we  can  apprehend  the  Infinite? 
Photography  requires  its  camera  obscura; 
spiritual  photography  must  have  a finite 
humanity. 

Yet  has  the  soul  an  aperture  for  the  light, 
which  we  call  intelligence  or  reason,  with  its 
coherent  lens,  attention?  Through  reason 
come  all  the  visions  of  things  knowable.  Yet 
intelligence,  altho  it  may  admit  rays  of  di- 
vine truth,  does  not  assimilate  them.  A deli- 
cate and  sensitive  film  must  grasp  and  retain 
the  light-beams,  else  they  will  be  transitory, 
ineffective.  This  sensitive  film  or  retina  of 
the  soul  we  may  call  faith. 

There  is  obviously  a definable  relationship 
between  the  soul-retina,  or  faith,  and  the 
soul-aperture,  or  reason.  Faith  alone  would 


